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Introduction
Traditional first-year university students are experiencing one of life’s 
greatest transitions. For many students, they are learning how to live 
independently for the first time, navigate relationships, receive support, and 
deal with new experiences that happen in college. 
Studies have shown that the best possible outcome for traditional first-
year university students is parents providing a source of support (Kins, 
Soenens, & Beyers, 2011). Understanding what kind of support works best is 
what this study is trying to uncover. One of the biggest challenges for this age 
group is the psychological development of entering into adulthood and families 
renegotiating the relationship as their child’s level of autonomy increases (Sax 
& Wartman, 2010).
The primary focus of this case study was to understand how the 
relationship of parental communication relates to the psychological well-being 
of traditional first-year university students as they adjust to college and living 
away from home. This age group is unique because for many, it is the first time 
they’ve been given the opportunity to self-govern without parental guidance. 
This study examined if there is a relationship between the level of parental 
involvement/frequency of communication and the level of autonomy/overall 
psychological well-being of the student. 
Research Questions
RQ1: Does frequency of communication impact the psychological well-
being on traditional first-year university students living on campus? 
Many traditional first-year students encounter a great amount of stress 
that may lead to an increased difficulty to cope with depression (Wintre & Yaffe, 
2000). This research looked to explore if frequency of communication with 
parents provides positive effects to traditional first-year university students 
psychological well-being.
RQ2: Does the type of communication and the amount of support parents 
offer (emotional, financial, and academic support) positively affect 
traditional first-year university students?
Due to the change of cultural climate, parents have been more involved in 
their child’s college experience than ever before. This study focused on how 
emotional, academic, and financial support affects the well-being of first year 
students but also explored the concerns about parents crossing boundaries 




The participants of this case study were determined using nonprobability 
sampling at a private university in the Midwest. Participants were purposively 
selected because they needed to be traditional first-year university students 
living on campus for the fall semester of 2019. Of the 216 students that were 
contacted through email to take the survey, 63 responses were completed, 
giving us a response rate of 29.2%. Of the respondents, 50 identified as female 
and 13 were male. 
Procedure: 
The survey was self-administered by the students through a website called 
Survey Monkey. The survey was opened for a total of 35 days and consisted of 
13 closed ended questions. The survey questions were designed to focus on 
what kind of communication was the most impactful to traditional students and 
the type of support received or the frequency of communication.  A chi-square 
test was done to compare these variables.
For Further Research
• A larger sample size would be beneficial in the ability to generalize data and 
gather a higher representation of males
• A longitudinal study could allow for detecting possible changes in variables 
over time
• Conducting a qualitative study with interviews could give a more in-depth 
understanding of our participants and their circumstances
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Results
• There was no relationship between students who reported negative psychological 
well-being and frequency of communication.
• Of the 35 participants who responded feeling emotionally supported by their parents 
often, 88.57% (N=31) responded as feeling depressed “Less than half the time”, 
“Rarely”, or “Never”.
• Out of 48 participants that said their parents “Rarely” or “Never” experienced 
helicopter parenting behaviors, 71.74% (N=33) said they felt depressed or lonely 
“Less than half the time” “Rarely” or “Never” 
• Approximately 67% of the participants said they experienced anxiety or stress 
“About half the time” or more (N=42). There was no significant relationship with 
anxiety with academic support but 88% who were “never” or “rarely” supported 
financially said they were stressed “almost always” or “more than half the time”.
Theoretical Application & Conclusions:
Relational Dialectics Theory: This theory emphasizes that all types of 
relationships (including parent-child relationships) posses ongoing tensions such 
as negotiating openness vs. closedness, certainty vs. uncertainty, and connection 
vs. autonomy (Baxter, & Sharp, 2015). . 
• It was indicated that there was no relationship between emotional well-being 
and the frequency of which they communicated with at least one parent. 
• High levels of emotional support were positively correlated with lower levels of 
depression among first-year college students. Previous research supports 
these results saying, “…Individuals with higher levels of family emotional 
support have exhibited the lowest levels of depressive symptoms,” (Levens, 
Elrahal, Sagui, 2016, p. 352). 
Self Determination Theory: This theory explains the three basic psychological 
needs of emerging adults: autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Schiffrin, 
Liss, Miles-Mclean, Geary, Erchull, & Tashner, 2014). When these needs are 
exceeded helicopter parenting negatively impacts children.
• There was a positive relationship between students never experiencing 
helicopter parenting styles and rarely or never feeling depressed or lonely. 
“When parents engage in controlling behaviors, students’ sense of personal 
autonomy may be diminished. Feeling a lack of volition and control can lead to 
depression,” (Schiffrin et al., 2014, p. 554).
Attachment Theory: According to Bowlby (1988) and Ainsworth (1989) the 
“…primary functions of attachment (for parents) is to provide a secure base of 
support, being available as a source of help and comfort when needed and 
thereby promoting environmental exploration and mastery,” (Kenny & Rice, 1995, 
p. 435). 
• Though there was no correlation found between anxiety and academic 
support, our findings do suggest a possible correlation between levels of 
anxiety and levels of financial support.  Among those who responded as 
feeling stressed or anxious “almost always” or “more than half the time,” 88% 
responded as feeling financially supported “never” or “rarely”.
Limitations
• Self-reporting could allow for participants to alter their responses to their 
liking, or to not fully self-disclose
• The small sample size creates data that cannot be generalized to the greater 
population
